




Rediscovered Christ Crucified: Image and Mental Pilgrimage to the Seven Pilgrimage 
Churches of Rome 
 
Until recently, little was known about the meaning and function of a small panel 
which was once kept in a private collection in Rumbeke (fig. 1, hereafter Christ Crucified). 
In 2013, the author found a black and white reproduction of the panel in the Royal 
Institution for Cultural Heritage in Brussels. According to the information kept in the 
research center, the photograph was taken in July 1943 by the Commissariat général à la 
Restauration du Pays. The panel had since disappeared into private collections.1 In 2015, 
the painting was rediscovered in a private collection and the author had the privilege of 
examining the panel in detail. On the basis of stylistic and functional analysis, this article 
will demonstrate, for the first time and in detail, that Christ Crucified had a role to conduct 
an imaginary journey to a particular pilgrimage site in Rome.  
The panel shows Christ with a halo on a cross. His face is contorted with agony, 
and his lips, nailed hands, and feet have turned blue. A cloth around his waist is fluttering 
in the wind. Atop of the cross is the titulus with the inscription ‘INRI’. Behind the cross 
stands a large building. Semicircular-arched windows and two towers suggest it as a 
Romanesque church. The roof of the church is decorated with open-worked ornaments. 
In the upper left of the green-blue sky, a gold majuscule ‘G’ is present. The painting 
preserves the original frame which is an integral part of the panel. The edge is painted in 
black. The curved, inner part is colored in dark-blue and decorated with gold, four-
petalled flowers and pairs of pearls. In the mid of the upper frame are two small holes. A 
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metal fitting, which seems to be a later addition, is attached to the backside of the panel.  
Stylistically, the painting reflects the characteristics of early Netherlandish 
paintings produced in the late fifteenth century and the beginning of the sixteenth century. 
The poignant image of Christ can be compared with Rogier van der Weyden’s works, 
such as the Crucifixion with the Virgin and Saint John the Evangelist in the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art (fig. 2).2 The transverse-cross type gained a certain popularity at the turn 
of the sixteenth century. The Crucifixion by Gerard David in Berlin (fig. 3) has been 
accepted as one of the earliest examples showing Christ on the transverse cross.3 The 
composition of Christ Crucified is, however, exceptional among paintings showing this 
subject. Unlike the traditional depiction of Christ Crucified, which takes place in a 
landscape, accompanied by the Virgin Mary, Saint John the Evangelist and other 
followers, the panel in question shows Christ crucified before a church.  
The composition with a religious figure in front of a church building and the 
inclusion of a majuscule letter in one of the top corners can also be found in Saint John 
the Baptist in the Museum Catharijneconvent in Utrecht (fig. 4)4 and the Virgin and Child 
in the Bob Jones University Museum and Gallery in Greenville (fig. 5).5 In the Utrecht 
panel, Saint John the Baptist with a halo points with his right hand to the Lamb of God 
on a book in his left hand. On the upper-right corner is a gold majuscule ‘A’. In the 
Greenville panel, the Virgin, who wears a red dress with a blue robe and a golden crown 
surrounded by a halo, holds the Christ Child in her right hand and a lily in her left hand. 
The Child with a halo wears a purple robe and holds an apple. On the upper part is a 
letter ‘D’. There is no doubt that Christ Crucified belongs to the same series. The size of 
the three panels and the decoration of the frames are identical. Saint John the Baptist in 
Utrecht was fully examined by Henri Defoer in 1981, who compared the panel with an 
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illustration of a pilgrimage guide to Rome, titled Die costelijke scat der gheestelijker 
rijcdoem (‘Heavenly Treasure of Spiritual Wealth’).6 This theory presented by Defoer 
will be reconsidered later in this study to reveal the function of Christ Crucified. 
A question remains about the origin of the three panels. Although Christ 
Crucified shows an influence of Rogier van der Weyden, the Brussels City painter had a 
ubiquitous influence throughout and beyond the southern Netherlands. The Utrecht panel 
has generally been considered to have been made in the northern Netherlands in the 
beginning of the sixteenth century,7 while the Greenville panel has so far been attributed 
to an unknown French, specifically the Picardy school, active around 1500.8  These 
confusions certainly come from the fact that the Netherlands and the northern area of 
France were historically linked to each other with similar artistic styles.9 Although the 
three panels undoubtedly originated from the same artistic milieu under the influence of 
early Netherlandish painting, each panel clearly indicates different hands in the execution. 
In the Utrecht panel, the features of the saint’s face and his hair are roughly depicted 
with dark brown and black brush strokes, and his limbs are massive and flat. In the 
Greenville panel, the features of the Virgin and Child are clearly indicated by light brown 
lines, and the Virgin’s hair is depicted with short brush strokes. The painter who was 
responsible for Christ Crucified was the most attentive to physiology, as can be seen in 
Christ’s limbs and lips which turn into purple. Another difference in style is present in 
folds of draperies, especially those in the Utrecht and Greenville panels. In the Utrecht 
panel, the folds of the saint’s robe are solid, and their massiveness is enhanced by white 
carving lines and their depth by black hatching. In the Greenville panel, the folds of the 
Virgin’s robe are straight and flat, and its solidity is articulated by white fine lines. It is 
safe to say that the three panels were made by different members who belonged to the 
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same workshop, possibly managed by an early Netherlands master, but the identity of 
each painter remains unclear. Thorough technical research on the panels may provide a 
key to solve this mystery.  
    
 
Pilgrimage and Mental Pilgrimage to Rome  
 
 
Since ancient times, the city of Rome, where the Church had been founded by 
Saints Peter and Paul, has been one of the most important destinations for pilgrims.10 One 
of the motives to undertake pilgrimages to Rome was the great amount of indulgences 
which devotees could gain there.11 Granting indulgences to all pilgrims to Rome reached 
a peak in 1300 when a plenary indulgence was granted to those who visited Rome in this 
Holy Year.12 The most important destinations for pilgrims were the Seven Pilgrimage 
Churches of Rome, that is, San Giovanni in Laterano, San Pietro, San Paolo fuori le Mura, 
San Lorenzo, Santa Maria Maggiore, San Sebastiano, and Santa Croce in Gerusalemme.13 
Those who wished to gain honorable indulgences had to visit all these seven churches 
within fourteen days. The number of pilgrims to Rome continued to grow steadily during 
the Middle Ages. Many guides were compiled to indicate the needs of pilgrims. One such 
guide was written by Rombout De Doppere (1430-1502), a cleric and notary in Bruges.14 
This practical guide on pilgrimage sites in Rome and Jerusalem includes a list of 
indulgences which devotees could earn at the Seven Pilgrimage Churches of Rome.   
While the physical journey to Rome remained popular and was regarded as an 
important devotional practice in the late Middle Ages, virtual pilgrimage gained new 
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popularity among those who were unable to visit Rome in person.15 There were two 
dominant motives behind the emergence and development of the virtual pilgrimage. The 
first motive was a criticism on failed pilgrimages and the pilgrimage business. During 
their journeys, pilgrims were required to be truly penitent. Not all pilgrims, however, 
successfully kept acting in an adequately penitent manner. Many pilgrims died on the way 
and others forgot their aims and became absorbed in earning money to keep their long 
journeys or fell into prostitution. Vicinities of pilgrimage churches were ideal places for 
business and trade, which attracted many pilgrims. It was often argued that great expenses 
on physically and moralistically dangerous journeys should instead be used for charitable 
activities.16 The second motive, which seems to have been stronger than the first, was 
related to contemplating life in enclosures of religious and semi-religious.17 Monks and 
nuns were encouraged to not leave their houses so as not to harm their devotional life. 
Instead, they sought other ways to embark on pilgrimages by using textual and visual aids. 
These virtual pilgrimages were often approved by the Church. At the turn of the 
fourteenth century, Pope Boniface IX (r. 1389-1404) approved that nuns, monks and other 
clergymen who could not leave their houses were able to gain indulgences without 
physical journeys to Rome. This privilege could be granted only if they recited specific 
prayers related to the Roman pilgrimage churches in their local churches. They were also 
required to donate the same amount of money that they would use to travel to Rome to 
charitable activities, such as restorations of the seven churches.18  
 
 





Die costelijke scat, the guide mentioned above in this study, was particularly 
composed for the purpose of performing mental pilgrimage. Authored by Robert van 
Coelen (1503-1522/23), abbot of the Benedictine monastery at Selwerd in Groningen, the 
guide was published by Hugo Jansz van Woerden in Amsterdam on 23 August 1519. The 
intended readers were those who could not leave their houses, especially members of 
brotherhoods and monastic orders, such as the Congregation of Windesheim, Benedictine 
Order, Dominican Order, and Franciscan Order. The text parts include descriptions of the 
Seven Pilgrimage Churches of Rome and lists of prayers required to be recited to obtain 
the indulgences related to the churches. Each text part is preceded by an illustration of the 
church in question, which is indicated by a patron saint or a related holy figure and a 
majuscule ‘A’ to ‘G’. In each illustration, the patron saint stands under the façade, while 
one of the seven important life events of Christ is depicted in the nave. On the basis of 
the illustration showing Saint John the Baptist and the majuscule ‘A’, Defoer concludes 
that the Saint John the Baptist in Utrecht represents San Giovanni in Laterano (fig. 6).19 
In 1997, the Virgin and Child in Greenville was reported by Catherine Reynolds as a 
pendant of the Utrecht panel, representing Santa Maria Maggiore, and it was published 
by Defoer in 2006.20  
What is most important for determining the meaning and function of Christ 
Crucified is the last illustration of the Seven Pilgrimage Churches (fig. 7). This illustration 
shows Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, accompanied by the letter ‘G’. The same letter 
appears on the upper-left corner of Christ Crucified. It is clear that this is the last painting 
which composed the series of seven paintings to perform the mental pilgrimage to Rome. 
More specifically, the panel is intended to perform the virtual pilgrimage to Santa Croce 
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in Gerusalemme, where the relics of Christ Passion brought from Jerusalem to Rome by 
Saint Helena, a founder of the church, were treasured.  
Although the majuscule and the semi-circular arched windows of the church are 
comparable with those in the illustration of Die costelijke scat, the main composition of 
the panel is quite different from that of the guide. In the guide, the Crucifixion group is 
depicted under the façade, while the Man of Sorrows surrounded by the Arma Christi on 
the altar is depicted in the nave. In Christ Crucified, the façade is entirely covered by 
Christ on the cross. Although it is not a realistic portrayal of the Roman pilgrimage church, 
it is plausible that some details are derived from written or oral sources on the church 
available at that time. 21  What is more important than the architectural features are 
spiritual and devotional values of the church. Considering the unrealistic proportion, it is 
assumable that Christ here is represented as the church itself. Prototypes of the image 
showing a personified church can be found in the first half of the fifteenth century, such 
as the Virgin and Child in a Church by Jan van Eyck (Berlin, Staatliche Museen).22 In 
the Margaret of York’s Guide to the Pilgrimage Churches of Rome, compiled in the late 
fifteenth century and attributed to the workshop of the Master of Edward IV, some saints 
are depicted in the churches, and others are represented in front of the churches.23 In the 
illuminated page of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, Saint Helena is holding the true cross 
in the church, and it is indicated by the letter ‘G’ (fig. 8). The Virgin and Child in the 
Wallraf-Richartz Museum and the Crucifixion in the Museum of the Archdiocese of 
Cologne (fig. 9), made in the late fifteenth century by a Lower Rhenish artist, show the 
similar composition, suggesting that the former represents Santa Maria Maggiore and the 
latter Santa Croce in Gerusalemme.24    
All images, both in the guides and the panels, helped devotees who did not intend 
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to or could not leave for Rome to obtain the sacred rewards. One should not, however, 
conclude that they all had the same function, as devotional practices which were 
performed in front of the images might be different from each other. The guides 
functioned, on the one hand, for private devotion and gave opportunities for the readers 
to recite the obligated prayers in their own rooms. The devotional practices related to the 
series of the seven panels were, on the other hand, most probably accompanied by more 
physical movement, as they might have functioned to indicate a route of the virtual 
pilgrimage to Rome. Devotees could undertake mental pilgrimage in a local church or at 
any place designated as a sacred location. To gain the same amount of indulgences 
obtainable through the actual travels to Rome, they had to visit a substitute place and 
recite the obliged prayers. In such a place prepared for virtual pilgrimage, a route of the 
destination was indicated by signs. For instance, according to Hier begint een cleyne 
coerte Informacie, om te verdienen dye Stacien ende Oflaten der seven kercken van 
Romen, a short guide to earning indulgences of the seven churches of Rome, published 
by Doen Pietersz in Amsterdam in 1526, one should first choose seven altars in a church 
or seven places if there are not enough altars. Then one should hang a sign over each altar 
or place in order to make the circuit of the stations of the Seven Pilgrimage Churches.25 
The sign could have been a text and / or the image of each church.26 Some religious 
houses which were awarded papal privileges to perform mental pilgrimages are known 
as having used objects to indicate such a devotional circuit. Examples include the convent 
of the Poor Clares in Villingen. In 1490, the sisters of the convent were granted the papal 
privilege to embark on substitute pilgrimages in their enclosure, which promised 
indulgences obtainable through actual pilgrimages to Rome and Jerusalem. What the 
sisters had to do was ‘physically to imitate the progress of a pilgrim through the holy 
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cities, passing from one station to the next, saying a certain number of prayers at each 
station’.27 To perform the substitute pilgrimage, the sisters designed 210 locations in their 
convent. Each location was first marked with a parchment and later with a stone tablet. 
Prominent examples of the image used to indicate the virtual pilgrimage circuit are 
preserved in Augsburg. The series of six paintings portraying the Seven Pilgrimage 
Churches, so-called Basilikabilder, was made between 1498 and 1504 by Hans Holbein 
the Elder, Hans Burgkmair and his workshop, and the anonymous painter identified by 
the monogram L. F.28 The panel showing Santa Croce in Gerusalemme was produced by 
Hans Burgkmair in 1504 (fig. 10).29 These six panels were commissioned by sisters of 
the Dominican convent of Saint Katherine ‘auf dem Gries’ in Augsburg. In 1487, Pope 
Innocent VIII (r. 1484-1492) granted that the sisters could gain all indulgences which 
were usually obtainable through a pilgrimage to the Seven Pilgrimage Churches of Rome, 
if they visited three stations in the convent with special devotion and recited three Pater 
Nosters and three Ave Marias. The privilege was commemorated in the so-called 
Augsburger Ablasstafel.30 Evidences from the convent testify that the paintings were 
placed in the chapter house to complete the circuit of the seven churches.31 Similarly, 
Christ Crucified and the other two panels might have had the function of indicating the 
pilgrimage churches. All the evidence suggests that they were hung over altars or on walls 
in a local church or in a convent to make the mental pilgrimage circuit.  
In the late-medieval Netherlands, images played a crucial role for devotees to 
undertake mental pilgrimage to the holy cities. The images were not merely signs: they 
were devotional aids encouraging devotees to meditate the sacred places and to recite 
prayers. Christ Crucified was used for this purpose. It is a missing link to reconstruct a 
series of the seven paintings, two of which were already known, to perform the virtual 
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pilgrimage to the Seven Pilgrimage Churches of Rome. These paintings must have 
emerged from a project commissioned by a privileged religious community from a local 
workshop, whose members were assigned to produce each panel. Although we do not 
know anything about the other four paintings, which must have represented San Pietro, 
San Paolo fuori le Mura, San Lorenzo, and San Sebastiano, the seven paintings helped 
devotees to follow the route of the virtual pilgrimage to the seven Roman churches. Christ 
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